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concepts into the handling of historical problems l. Yet
if the standpoint of an age can generaUy be explained
by the historical setting, it can of course only be justified
or condemned by sound reasoning in the light of the circum-
stances of the age. The neglect to recognize the importance
of this fundamental proviso vitiates much of the ' sound
reasoning ' of doctrinaire critics 2.
Appraise- To form a just and balanced estimate of the Mercantile
men* of System two things need to be borne in mind. In the first
* place, as we have sought to show, Mercantilism when viewed
as an historical category appears in a different light from
that in which it is commonly depicted. It represented a
situation in which the city state had developed into a
national state without shedding its exclusive and self-
centred character. In the second place, the aims and
achievements of Mercantilism must be appraised, not by a
1 A change of outlook is largely the necessary consequence of a change
of conditions, which creates new concepts and establishes new standards
of measurement. The advance of economic thought proceeds, as a rule,
in close relation to the requirements of the existing economic system. Thus
the stream of writings on agrarian and industrial topics, which grew in
increasing volume after the Restoration until it attained its climax in Adam
Smith's The Wealth of Nations, reinforced and supplied an intellectual
background to the claims of the entrepreneurs. The concept of economic
freedom, in particular, originated not as an abstract doctrine evolved by
economic science but as a practical corollary to the place occupied by the
manufacturer and the merchant in the national economy. When divorced
from economic realities, the abstractions of economic science may only
faintly suggest the context of an ever-changing society. The succession
of ' historical categories' refutes the theoretical assumption of an un-
changing ' norm ', of a fixed and absolute standard. We may concede
that economic ideas and discussions react upon the springs and motives
of human conduct. In so far as economic analysis conduces to the better
comprehension of economic phenomena and thereby instructs and moulds
public opinion, it may be considered an independent formative influence
in economic development, but this should not be exaggerated. The classical
economists, whose opposition to factory legislation was actually based on
unsound premises, became discredited by the growth of a humanitarian
movement which instinctively saw in the exploitation of the working
class the negation of social justice and economic welfare. Ultimately this
movement profoundly modified the structure erected by economic science.
Economic analysis is not the prime factor in determining economic practice,
that is, readjustments and fresh developments in the economic system.
Yet due recognition of the influence of objective circumstances on the
evolution of economic theory does not involve a denial that the power
of abstract reasoning plays a part in shaping human conduct.
a Thus Hume's refutation of the Theory of the Balance of Trade depends
for its validity on the free movement of gold, but in the seventeenth century
(and also after 1931) this did not exist universally.